My Spirit Rejoices by Williams, Mel
My Spirit Rejoices
Posted on Sun Dec 16 2001:
Mel Williams
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It was Sunday morning worship at a black Pentecostal church. The preacher was a layperson, a worker with inner city kids. While she was preaching she got so full of the Holy Spirit that she had some left over when she finished. So she just stepped out of the pulpit and twirled around a few times on the red carpet, pumping her arms and shouting, "Yes, Lord! Woo-o-o-o! Woo-o-o-o! Amen!"
(from Barbara Brown Taylor, "Surprised by Joy" in The Living Pulpit, October –Dec. 1996)
W.H. Auden once wrote, "When grace strikes you, you have to sing and dance." But most of us tend to hold back. 
Today is the Third Sunday of Advent, traditionally known as Joy Sunday. On this Joy Sunday, I’m not proposing that we all dance down the aisle at the end of the service. (Our mothers might be a bit embarrassed by such behavior.) But I wonder if many of us are not missing out on unrestrained joy. 
There seems to be a real shortage of joy these days. We are living through a grim time now---war, a slumping economy, anxiety, a growing gap between rich and poor. These realities ought to bother us.
But today we focus on Joy; and as Barbara Brown Taylor has reminded us, joy doesn’t depend on what’s going on in the world. "This is what makes joy different from happiness, pleasure or fun. All of those depend on positive conditions---good health, good job, happy family, lots of toys. But the only condition for joy is the presence of God."
"Joy happens when God is present and people know it, which means that it can erupt in a depressed economy, in the middle of a war, in an intensive care waiting room"---or on Sunday morning at 11:30. (from Barbara Brown Taylor, "Surprised by Joy," in The Living Pulpit, Oct.-Dec. 1996)
We have gathered here in the presence of God, and that’s all we need for joy to erupt. That’s why we’ve invited our choir and guest instrumentalists to bring on the music this morning. Today as they sing and play Bach (Cantata 191), they will be inviting us to let the music transport us. Let the music take us over, to the place where joy can erupt. What the joy happens, we may say or sing, "Yes, Lord. Woo-o-o-o! Thank God!"
It happened for Mary when she found out she would have a baby. She started singing, "My spirit rejoices in God my Savior." She was standing at her cousin Mary’s door when she was overwhelmed with the blessing of it all. So she started singing, praising God for looking with favor on her, for bringing down the powerful and lifting the lowly, filling the hungry with good things – turning the world upside down.
"When grace strikes you, you have to sing and dance."
When God’s presence breaks through to us, we sometimes can’t hold it back. People open their mouths and poetry falls out; they start singing wherever they are, even sitting in a car at a stoplight. They wake up early and write down the music they are hearing. That must have happened to Bach. He wrote 600 cantatas, writing music for his choir Sunday after Sunday. He overflowed with music that dances and sings and cascades, as an statement of his faith. 
As we’ll hear in a few minutes, Bach’s music has notes flying all over the page. It’s as if he is saying, with Mary, "My spirit rejoices. I can’t hold it back."
Joy is the surest sign of the presence of God. And when joy whelms us over, we have to sing! When we look closely at the Christmas story, we hear people singing all through it: John the Baptist sings, "Prepare the way of the Lord." Zechariah sings, "Blessed be the God of Israel." (Luke 1:67-79) Mary sings, "My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior." (Luke 1:47-55) The angels sing, "Glory to God in the highest." (Luke 2:8-20), and Simeon sings after he sees the baby, "Lord, now let your servant in peace." (Luke 2:29-30)
And we sing. Today we give thanks for our Chancel Choir, Larry Speakman, Tom Bloom, and all our guest musicians who join us for this feast of joy.
The only condition for joy is the presence of God. When we know the presence of God, we can’t help but rejoice.
That must be the reason that Bach signed all the pieces he ever wrote with the words "Soli Deo Gloria." To God alone glory!
Today may we bask in the joy as we sing and rejoice! "Soli Deo Gloria!" To God alone glory!
Amen.
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